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Our paper contributes to current debates around work-life balance and the efficiency and 
wellbeing costs associated with different models of work and childcare (Gregory and 
Connolly, 2008). It also contributes from a gender perspective to the life satisfaction 
literature by providing a test for the hypothesis that women and men with children 
attribute different meanings to overall life satisfaction. We begin by presenting a 
conventional model of life satisfaction for British parents in wave 8 of the British 
Household Panel Survey which includes childcare arrangements; and move on to discuss 
the possibility that women and men have a different understanding of what matters in life 
and what constitutes life satisfaction, and accordingly we explore the role of dimensions 
of life satisfaction in overall life satisfaction. Finally, we try to account for observed 
differences between women and men and explain some of the paradoxes encountered in 






In a recent review of the literature on subjective well being Dolan et al find that ‘Women 
tend to report higher happiness (Alesina, Di Tella, & MacCulloch, 2004) but worst scores 
on the GHQ (Clark & Oswald, 1994), although a few studies report no gender differences 
(e.g. Louis & Zhao, 2002) even using the same datasets. This suggests that other 
correlates may also be more important than gender per se given that different studies have 
different control variables. Indeed, when specific subsets are examined, such as those 
who cannot work due to health problems (Oswald & Powdthavee, 2006) or those who 
provide informal care for others (van den Berg & Ferrer-i-Carbonell, forthcoming), the 
gender effect often disappears’ (Dolen et al, 2008: p.99). The literature on life satisfaction 
and happiness has addressed gender in a somewhat ad hoc fashion: although the variable 
sex is present in most studies, few attempts have been made to systematically test gender-
based explanations for observed differences in well-being and in happiness levels. 
Kahneman and Krueger (2006) find gender to be uncorrelated with levels of self-reported 
happiness, and there are also contrasting results suggesting they are less happy then men 
(Mrocek and Kolarz, 1998) but by and large women have been found to be happier in the 
US, UK and several EU countries (Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004; Di Tella, 
MacCulloch and Oswald, 2001). Frey and Stutzer (2002) explain that this may be due to 
  1the fact that women have a higher tendency to report both being very happy and being 
very unhappy, which may be due to higher capacity or expressivity of emotions, or lower 
expectations, the latter two being the product of gendered socialisation patterns, which 
shape behaviour as well as aspirations. Marcelli and Easterlin (2005) concentrate on 
gender differences over the life course in the US and find no U shaped life-cycle pattern 
(as in Blanchflower and Oswald 2004 and Frey and Stutzer 2002) and no personality 
hedonic treadmill (as in Kahneman, Diener and Schwartz, 1999) but rather happiness 
rising for men and declining for women over the adult life cycle. They also find women 
and men ranking equally satisfaction in four domains (family, finances, work, and 
health), but the actual weight of family, finances and health being higher for women and 
that of work being higher for men. Di Cesare and Amori (2006) using data for Italy find 
different patterns for women and men considered separately (for men mainly 
occupational status, for women education, marital status and social interaction) and go 
further in their analysis attempting to assess the effect of the interaction between different 
roles (spouse, worker, parent) on overall happiness for women and men separately. Their 
data however requires them to make assumptions as to what those roles may actually 
mean in terms of demands on people’s time and the possible conflicts they may generate, 
and therefore their conclusions remain somewhat open to interpretation. With few 
exceptions gender has not been discussed in this literature as a variable that enters 
preferences and constraints determining different outcomes for women and men. This 
possibility has been at the centre of feminist economic analysis and has been formally 
incorporated in mainstream analysis with the inclusion of roles’ conformity and identity 
in economic models used to explain labour market outcomes as well as the division of 
labour within the household (Akerlof and Kranton, 2000).  
The hedonic psychology literature from which the study of happiness originates does 
point to systematic differences between women and men along a number of 
psychological states (sadness, anxiety or fear, antisocial personality disorder and conduct 
disorder and substance abuse and dependence) that have been observed: Nolen-
Hoeksema and Rusting (1999) present a very compelling survey of the evidence for the 
systematic prevalence amongst men and women of different moods and behaviours and 
explore the validity of biological, personality and social context explanations. They 
suggest that there is little evidence for biological explanations (that is explanations rooted 
in hormonal and other physical differences between women and men), and better support 
for personality explanations rooted in social context: for example women manifest higher 
rates of depression and other internalising disorders (as opposed to externalising ones 
such as aggression), but these are found to be associated with experiencing physical and 
sexual abuse, which women experience much more than men. Furthermore, women are 
also socially expected to react in self-harming rather than aggressive ways and the 
tendency to conform to the behaviour expected of them might reinforce the patterns. 
 
 
Life satisfaction has recently been addressed in feminist economics as part of the 
discussions surrounding women’s part time work (see the Economic Journal Special 
Issue, February 2008). Booth and van Ours (2008) describe as a puzzle the fact that job 
satisfaction and satisfaction with working hours are higher for women working part-time, 
but that hours of work do not matter for overall life satisfaction. They interpret this as a 
  2gap between job satisfaction and life satisfaction for part-time working women that they 
attempt to explain adding further explanatory variables and splitting the sample in 
different subgroups, to no avail. Given that the underlying hypothesis about part-time 
work is that it allows to combine childcare and work, we think that a likely important 
variable to be included in explanations of overall life satisfaction should be childcare 
arrangements. The first part of our paper therefore introduces in a standard econometric 
model of life satisfaction a variable describing childcare arrangements within the 
household which captures whether childcare is sole responsibility of the respondent, the 
partner’s, shared, or outsourced. Recent qualitative work on working mothers indeed 
indicates that they experience guilt with respect to the traditional model of mothering 
(Guendouzi, 2006), and this is likely to affect their life satisfaction. To date we have 
found no paper suggesting that men experience guilt if they are not personally 
responsible for caring for their children.  
 
An alternative possibility for the observed paradox is that women and men define life 
satisfaction differently, and that in particular women with children define their overall 
life satisfaction in a way which is relatively independent of their working arrangements.  
This leads to the second part of our paper which tries to see whether there are 
systematically different constructions of life satisfaction along gender lines, and whether 
the responsibility for caring affects them. Within feminist theory the idea that notions of 
what matters in life (and in life satisfaction) might differ along gender lines is not at all 
new. There exists for example a body of literature analysing the difference between 
ethical stances of women and men on the basis of studies of US law school students 
Gilligan (1982) presents the argument that there are systematically different conceptions 
of morality and justice resulting from different value systems in men and women 






We use data from the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS, see for information UK 
Data Archive), specifically information from the year 1998 (wave 8). Wave 8 is 
appropriate to our study since it contains information on trust and social capital which 
have all consistently been found in the happiness literature to be important determinants 
of life satisfaction.  
 
There is sufficient agreement in the happiness literature that happiness and life 
satisfaction are determined by personality factors (self-esteem, optimism etc); socio-
demographic factors (age, gender, marital status, education); economics factors 
(individual and aggregate income, unemployment, inflation); contextual factors 
(interpersonal relations, working conditions, marriage partner, living conditions, health); 
and institutional factors (political decentralisation and citizen’s direct political 
participation rights) (Dolan et al, 2008; Hudson, 2006; Layard, 2005; Frey and Stutzer, 
2002). 
 
  3We select indicators from all these groups in our dataset to construct our variables (see 
table 1 below), to which we also add childcare arrangements and specifically use a 
question asking whether childcare is done by the respondent, by the partner, jointly or by 
someone else. We then run a probit model of life satisfaction for all respondent and for 
women and men separately, the results of which are presented in table 2 below.   
 
The BHPS sample for the year 1998 contains information from 10,548 respondents over 
16 years of age from 5939 households. Of the respondents, 3650 live as a couple with 





Table 1: Our variables 
LIFESAT  Life satisfaction overall (0 to 3) 
HSEX  Sex of respondent 
WHITE  Race of respondent: white or other 
DISABLED  Whether respondent has disability 
MARRIED  Whether respondent married 
JOINRESP 
Whether respondent jointly responsible with partner 
for childcare 
OTHRESP  Whether childcare done by others 
NOQUAL  Whether respondent holds any qualifications 
UNIVEDU 
Whether respondent holds university education or 
not 
UNEMP  Whether employed or not 
WORKHRS  Number of hours normally worked per week 
HPAYU  Gross pay per week 
HFISITC2  Financial situation: doing all right 
TRUST1  Trust others: most people can be trusted 
HFRNA1  Talks to neighbours most days 
HFRNA2  Talks to neighbours once or twice a week 
 




All - life satisfaction  
 N=5611 
Women – Life satisfaction 
 N=2908 
Men – life satisfaction 
 N=2703 
Variable   Coefficient    |b/St.Er.|  Coefficient  |b/St.Er.| Coefficient |b/St.Er.| 
Constant 0.779  10.720 0.626 7.362  0.974  9.227 
HSEX  -0.050  -1.491             
WHITE 0.167  2.484 0.173 1.828  0.159  1.660 
DISABLED -0.082  -0.534  -0.319  -1.411 0.126 0.594 
MARRIED 0.135  4.160  0.171  3.787 0.113 2.379 
JOINRESP -0.117  -2.158  -0.102 -1.331  -0.132  -1.723 
OTHRESP -0.313  -1.247  -0.574  -1.582  -0.034  -0.095 
NOQUAL 0.062  1.248  0.089  1.332  0.036  0.483 
UNIVEDU -0.036  -1.078  -0.025 -0.525  -0.051  -1.076 
  4UNEMP -0.218  -0.840 -0.019 -0.047  -0.376  -1.082 
WORKHRS -0.001  -0.499  0.001  0.808 -0.005 -2.072 
HPAYU  0  -1.516  0  -0.228 0 -1.716 
HFISITC2 -0.348  -9.288  -0.349 -6.667  -0.352  -6.523 
TRUST1 0.158  4.967 0.179 4.017  0.130  2.837 
HFRNA1 0.205  4.775  0.124  2.067  0.313  5.057 
HFRNA2 0.123  3.034  0.111  1.915  0.139  2.436 
Thr 
Threshold 
parameter    
Threshold 
parameter    
Threshold 
parameter    
Mu(1)  0.969  50.088  0.903  34.839 1.048 35.983 
 
 
Our results are in line with those found in the literature: being white significantly 
increases the life satisfaction for women (possibly via gender- specific social inclusion 
effects), respondents with disability have generally adapted and their condition does not 
significantly affect life satisfaction, being married or in a long term relationship increases 
life satisfaction. A worsened financial situation significantly affects both women and 
men, confirming the hypothesis that changes in income matter more than absolute 
income.  
Our variable of interest suggests that men’s life satisfaction is negatively affected if they 
are jointly responsible for childcare, which is in line with expectations stemming from the 
unequal division of labour within the household: the childcare arrangements variables are 
not significant for women, though we expected that they might affect their life 
satisfaction negatively if they experienced guilt when outsourcing childcare (Guendouzi, 
2006). Again possibly in line with different gender expectations (Akerlof and Kranton, 
2000) unemployment decreases life satisfaction for men but not for women and whilst 
male life satisfaction decreases with hours worked and usual pay, female life satisfaction 
is not affected significantly by either of these variables, which contributes a first level of 
explanation towards the Booth and Van Ours paradox outlined earlier.  
Our trust and social capital variables are all highly significant though the trust effect on 
life satisfaction is larger for women than men, and regular contact with neighbours 
matters more to men’s than women’s. This is in line with previous result on the effect of 
social capital effect on happiness (Layard, 2005; Della Giusta and Kambhampati, 2006) 
 
  2. The meaning of life satisfaction 
 
Having found that different factors affect women’s and men’s life satisfaction differently, 
we now turn to the question whether women and men actually have the same conception 
of life satisfaction, and whether the presence of children has an effect on the conception 
of life satisfaction itself, rather than simply affecting its level. 
 
We perform factor analysis over the components of life satisfaction to assess to what 
extent the concept underlying all these dimensions is the same for women and men. This 
amounts to assuming that life satisfaction is a latent variable with different components 
that are captured across a variety of domains (the dimensions of life satisfaction) and 
what we want to ascertain is whether these components differ between men and women. 
Incidentally, factor analysis will also help to assess the extent to which the order in which 
  5the questions on life satisfaction have been asked is likely to have affected the answer to 
the overall life satisfaction score and the way in which the latter is understood 
(Kahneman and Krueger, 2006). We do not find the latter to be a problem, though leisure 
time and leisure use scores are almost perfectly correlated raising the question as to 
whether they are properly understood as being different by respondents. 
In order to avoid extreme multicollinearity and singularity we firstly eliminate 
satisfaction with leisure use (this gives us a correlation matrix with determinant 0.212> 
0.00001 and a significant Bartlett’s test). The Kaiser-Meyer -Olkin measure of sampling 
adequacy is also very good for our sample suggesting that the pattern of correlations is 
quite concentrated and therefore factor analysis is a good model for our data. On the basis 
of the scree plot we retain five factors (Keiser’s criterion does not apply to us as the our 
sample is greater than 250 and the average communality is below 0.6), and given that 
there are theoretical grounds to assume our factors might be correlated we perform an 
oblim rotation to obtain a clearer pattern matrix to help interpretation. We obtain quite 
clearly separated loadings of each variable on the components extracted, which makes 
our interpretation relatively straightforward and confirms that women and men indeed 
understand the life satisfaction construct rather differently. Tables 5 to 7 present results 
for men, women and women responsible for children under 12 respectively. It was not 
possible to run the model for men responsible for children under 12 as there are only 10 
in the sample. Table 8 summarises our results. 
 
Table 5: Pattern Matrix for Men 
 
Component 
   1  2  3  4  5 
How satisfied with job  .918 .083 .082 .145  -.035
How satisfied with income 
.699 -.055 -.089 -.320  .113
How satisfied with leisure 
time  .004 .951 -.038 -.040  -.111
How satisfied with social 
life  .066 .675 .087 -.023  .292
How satisfied with partner  .011 -.019 .990 -.044  -.007
How satisfied with house  -.006 .071 .069 -.940  -.010
How satisfied with health  .005 .003 -5.87E-
005 .013  .980
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Normalization. 
Rotation converged in 15 iterations. 
 
 
  Table 6: Pattern Matrix for Women 
 
Component 
   1  2  3  4  5 
How satisfied with leisure 
time  .932 -.095 .047 -.038  .002
  6How satisfied with social 
life  .790 .185 -.027 .080  .042
How satisfied with health  .049 .960 .016 -.004  -.018
How satisfied with house  .073 -.123 .906 .018  -.058
How satisfied with income 
-.045 .245 .678 .019  .135
How satisfied with partner  -.001 -.020 .004 1.001  -.003
How satisfied with job  .021 -.042 -.003 .001  .998
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Normalization. 
Rotation converged in 6 iterations. 
 
  Table 7: Pattern Matrix for women with children under 12 (n=938) 
 
Component 
   1  2  3  4  5 
How satisfied with leisure 
time  .959 -.025 -.020 -.024  -.026
How satisfied with social 
life  .865 .031 .027 .030  .033
How satisfied with house  .017 .969 -.026 -.085  -.052
How satisfied with income 
.025 .533 .096 .265  .178
How satisfied with partner  .003 -.013 1.006 -.024  -.018
How satisfied with health  .020 -.023 -.017 .987  -.034
How satisfied with job  .011 -.017 -.014 -.037  1.002
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Normalization. 
Rotation converged in 7 iterations. 
 
 
Table 8: Summary of factor analysis results 
 
Factors  Men  Women  Women responsible for a 
child under 12 
1 Job&Income  Leisure/Social Leisure/Social 
2 Leisure/Social  Health  House&Income 
3 Partner  House&Income  Partner 
4 House  Partner  Health 
5 Health  Job  Job 
  
As can be seen from table 8, the most important component in life satisfaction for men is 
essentially constituted over the dimensions of job and income, whereas for women social 
activities and leisure time are the key dimensions. Job in particular features in the last of 
the components extracted for women (both with and without responsibility for children), 
providing some further explanation for the paradox described in Booth and Van Ours 
(2008): our initial model showed that childcare arrangements were significantly affecting 
women’s life satisfaction and we now find that irrespective of working status women’s 
satisfaction with their job is not a very important component of their overall life 
  7satisfaction. Note also that for women responsible or children under 12 health is less 
important as a component of life satisfaction than both house&income and partner, which 
can be interpreted as a more prominent importance of security as well as (sadly) a relative 






Overall it is believed that correlates of both happiness (Layard, 2005) and un-happiness 
indicators (Kahnemann and Krueger, 2006) indicate that policy should prioritise mental 
health interventions and focus on issues of time allocation (for example time spent 
commuting alone makes people unhappy): it has been suggested that public policy should 
shift its emphasis from increasing consumption opportunities to increasing social contacts 
(Layard, 2005). Our findings suggest that women and men may well have different 
preferences for public spending, as women are relatively more interested in social 
activities, health, and housing. This would suggest that they are more likely than men to 
shift public policy in the direction of the collective good if they have access to political 
power. However, our findings also indicate that when it comes to work-life balance and 
redressing gender inequality policy cannot be based on observations on happiness alone 
as persistent role conformity may mean women with children re-define their happiness to 
their own detriment by devaluing their own health. 
Both of the implications above are entirely consistent with debates within the gender 
literature on the benefits of using self reported well being which through adaptation 
might lead to conclude that no intervention is needed to address a problem (e.g. disability 
or low pay), vis-à-vis other measures of well being such as those discussed in the 
capability approach (Nussbaum, 2000). 
Further research is needed to illuminate the issues that this paper has raised concerning 
both gender and happiness, particularly to understand whether women are more prone to 
adopt eudamonic rather than hedonic conceptions of happiness. This seems particularly 
important as the literature so far has explored inter-dependencies in subjective well being 
between spouses assuming that they held the same definition of this concept (Booth and 
Van Ours, 2008; Garcia et al 2007; Winkelmann, 2005; Blais et al, 1990). However, this 
may have to be questioned before such couple interactions are considered: does role 
conformity mean that women are more interested in the happiness of others (and in 
particular their partners and children) than men are? And what theoretical and policy 
lessons should economists learn from it? 
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